All practising doctors live in fear of litigation. It is not a new phenomenon; nor is jealousy and competition between doctors, as the following case from the nineteenth century illustrates.
John Heigham Steggall was born in 1789 in Suffolk. His father was rector of the village of Wyverstone. At the age of seven John went to a private boarding school in Walsham le Willows, a village about five miles from his home. John hated this school, where the master, Mr Edmund Rogers, an exponent of the rod and whip, struck terror into the lives of his young pupils. When he was eight years old John ran away from his persecutor and lived for a time with some gypsies (Figure 1 ). In later life an account of his adventures was published in The History of a Suffolk Man, edited by Richard Cobboldl. I suspect that Steggall's account of his time with the gypsies was suitably romanticized for the Victorian reading public. Nevertheless, it does tell us that John eventually returned to school, but this time his father sent him to an establishment in Botesdale, a village which once again was within easy travelling distance of his home. When he left school (probably at the age of fourteen or fifteen) he was apprenticed to a surgeon at Bacton, only two miles from his father's parish in Wyverstone. His job was to 'mix up medicines, hold men's heads and arms and bind up wounds. Limbs were set, teeth drawn, pills made and, of course swallowed, and many cured of various complaints; but nervous disorders and rich fat farmers and their wives and daughters were all our best subjects in the Esculapian profession.' After his apprenticeship he became a ship's surgeon on a whaler and saw service in New Zealand and the South Seas. He later joined an Indiaman, and, although it was a merchant vessel, it was acting as a cruiser when it went into action against the French in Mauritius. During the fighting, Steggall was wounded. A splinter of wood entered his thigh and later became infected. In 1811 (by which time he must have been twenty-two years old) he was invalided out of the service with three years' sick pay. While he was receiving this money, he went to Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, with the object of entering the Church. He was ordained in 1814, and in due course became curate at Great Ashfield, in Suffolk, which even today is only a small hamlet of less than Figure 1 Meeting with the gypsies, from Steggall's autobiography 300 souls. His income from the Church was very low and so he decided to augment it by setting himself up as a medical man. As there was no glebe house with his curacy, his residence was not required and so he was able to go and live and practise in the village of Rattlesden (Figure 2 ), which is only five miles from Great Ashfield. He seems to have been encouraged in this by Lord Thurlow, who was patron of the living at Great Ashfield. Lord Thurlow paid for Steggall to go to London to make himself 'master of midwifery' in which he 'felt his deficiency' and in which in many cases he found that he 'could not practise as he ought.' But was undercutting the fees charged by neighbouring practitioners. In a letter to The Lancet of 13 January 1838 a surgeon called Mr Bree (of Stowmarket) complained of this fact. He also alleged that Steggall was unqualified because he had not passed the LSA (which had been introduced in 1815 to stamp out quackery). Bree had previously written to the Society of Apothecaries complaining about Steggall's lack of qualification but had not received a reply to his satisfaction (i.e. condemning Steggall). John Steggall replied to Bree in a letter to The Lancet dated 27 January 1838. He stated that he was indeed a legally qualified practitioner (almost certainly true because he had done an apprenticeship and been a ship's surgeon-a well recognized path into the profession prior to The Apothecaries Act) who had been in practice not only before 1815 but probably years before Bree was born. He said that a large proportion of his present practice was gratuitous and, but for the aid rendered by him, 'what would have become of the poor sufferers transferred to the care of Mr Bree's assistant, Mr De Wint, under the New Poor Law?' He would like to ask Mr Bree 'who is a very restless personage and something of a busybody. Is this new sprung zeal equally generous and noble' [as that of another local practitioner, unnamed, who had bravely fought the Poor Law] 'or does it merely originate in a wish to puff himself into notice?' Steggall would content himself with observing that 'the accusation of low charges comes with peculiar ill grace from one who bled and drew teeth, at Bildeston, at sixpence a head-who wanted to establish the same charges in his Penny Club, and who first introduced half-guinea midwifery into Stowmarket.' This spirited reply from Steggall probably only served to inflame Bree even further. He did not have to wait long to get his revenge.
On Friday 23 March 1838 Steggall was called to a nineyear-old girl who lived in Rattlesden. The child had been wearing boys' boots when she had been dropping (i.e. planting) corn in the fields that morning. She had walked a quarter of a mile home just before midday and had complained of pain in her leg when she got home. John Steggall was summoned some time in the afternoon. He examined the leg and thought she had 'a fracture' and that 'the ankle bone slopped out and went in again and that [she had] dislocated three little bones on the top of her foot.'
The doctor bound the foot and ankle with two halves of the cover of an old bible and about four and a half yards of calico. Before he put the dressing on he wet the leg and book cover with cold water. He then prescribed some lotion 'to keep the place moist.' At Steggall's trial on 2 April 1839 (from the report of which this information comes) it was said that 'the leg that night became more inflamed, being very hot, and there was more pain than there had been.' When Mrs Gladwell (the child's mother) put on the lotion, 'steam appeared to come from the leg, and the child appeared as if her senses went away, and she said she felt worse.' The lotion was applied many times during the night.
The next day, Saturday, Steggall called again and the binding was renewed. The book cover was left on. On Sunday the mother called the doctor out because the leg was more swollen. The bandages were renewed and a wash was applied. On Monday 26 March there was a large blister on the inside of the ankle and another on top of the foot. The book cover lay over the large blister. Steggall lanced the large blister and obtained about a teaspoonful of matter. He then ordered the leg to be fomented and a poultice to be applied 'where the blister was'. Some medicine and powders were prescribed. Poultices were applied three times a day but to no avail. Bone was now visible and 'kept decaying'. There was about a cupful of discharge each time the dressing was changed. Steggall called every day and on the ninth day (2 April) he brought another surgeon, Mr Cottingham, with him. Following their deliberations, poultices of bread and turnip were ordered, as well as wine with a powder. Over the next week the child's condition deteriorated further. Steggall must have been very worried by now. He mentioned the possibility of sending the child to hospital to have her leg amputated. At first the father agreed, but the child became so upset that he promised her that he (the father) would call another surgeon. Mr Steggall was dismissed and on Thursday 19 April a Mr White from nearby Gedding was asked to visit and did so. Two days later White called again with Mr Bree and a Mr Freeman (who like Bree practised in Stowmarket). Interestingly, Mr Spencer Freeman was the first surgeon in Stowmarket to amputate a leg under chloroform, which he did in front of an audience of medical brethren on a patient called George Webb on 24 December 18473. But, of course, that would be nine years later. On this Saturday in April 1838 there was no anaesthesia available for young Miss Gladwell. The doctors consulted. All three thought the leg must come off, and Mr White did a below-knee amputation there and then. The post-operative course must have been satisfactory because the patient was reportedly in good health a year later.
At the Suffolk Lent Assizes on 2 April 1839 Mr White (the surgeon) brought a civil action against Steggall on behalf of the Gladwell child. Mr Bree was called to give evidence. He pooh-poohed Steggall's treatment. Examination of the leg after its removal had shown it to be deeply diseased by ulceration which had extended into the bone. This proved the necessity for amputation. In his opinion the inflammation might have been caused by cold. There was no justification for applying the splints. 'Had there been a fracture the child couldn't have walked home. There was nothing improper in the use of a light cloth with cooling after leeches, but before leeches it was decidedly wrong'2.
I suspect that the coup de grace for Steggall came when the bones from the amputated leg were produced in court. They were extensively diseased (almost certainly by osteomyelitis). The case went against him and he was fined £10, which was a hefty sum at the time. The Lancet of 6 April 1839 rather flippantly observed that the price of legs had gone up. Not many weeks before, a Mr Ward of Bridgewater had paid only £5 for one. Now here was Mr Steggall having to pay twice that.
Soon after the trial John Steggall gave up the practice of medicine. Lord Thurlow built him a parsonage home at Great Ashfield (Figure 3 ) and he retreated there to minister to his congregation until he died in 1881. Thanks to his biography, we know something of what he felt about it all: 'She obtained a verdict of £10 damages and of course a hue and cry was raised against me, although I was recognised to be a regularly educated practitioner. I say nothing against surgeons. I well know the hacking work they have and the responsibility attached to their profession. But I know that if it were not for the very fearful amount of ignorance and the dependence which ignorant people place upon them, the profession would not be as good as it is.' li Figure 3 Steggaill's house in Great Ashf,eld, built for him by Lord Thurlow For my part my sympathies are with Steggall. He sounds a compassionate man and he was probably no more ignorant about osteomyelitis than any of the practitioners of his time. If he had succeeded in persuading the father of the child to let him send her into hospital, I do not think he would have been sued. Only when he lost control of the case were his enemies able to have their way.
It would be interesting to know how common it was in the nineteenth century for doctors to sue other medical men for negligence. I have been unable to unearth any similar instances in Suffolk, but given the competitive nature of practice at the time I expect that it must have happened elsewhere from time to time. In the Steggall case the other doctors (pushed along by Mr Bree) maintained that they were acting to protect the public, but one suspects that their real motive was more selfish than that.
